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Summary 

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) offers a broad range of benefits to U.S. Armed 
Forces veterans and certain members of their families. Among these benefits are various types of 
financial assistance, including monthly cash payments to disabled veterans, health care, 
education, and housing. Basic criteria must be met to be eligible to receive any of the benefits 
administered by the VA. 

This report examines the basic eligibility criteria for VA administered veterans’ benefits, 
including the issue of eligibility of members of the National Guard and reserve components. 

For a former servicemember to receive certain VA benefits, the person must have active U.S. 
military service for a minimum period of time, generally the lesser of the full period ordered to 
active duty or 24 months, and be discharged “under conditions other than dishonorable.” Some 
members of the National Guard and reserve components have difficulty meeting the active duty 
and length of service requirements. Flowever, a member of the National Guard or reserve 
components who is activated for federal military service and meets the length of service 
requirement is considered a veteran for purposes of VA benefits. 

The Secretary of Defense may determine that service for the Armed Forces by a group of civilians 
or contractors will be considered active service, allowing members of those groups to be 
considered veterans for purposes of VA benefits. Such determinations, authorized by the G1 Bill 
Improvement Act of 1977 (P.L. 95-202), have been made only for groups involved in World War 1 
and World War 11. 
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Introduction 

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) offers a broad range of benefits to veterans of the 
U.S. Armed Forces and to certain members of their families. Among these benefits are various 
types of financial assistance, including monthly cash payments to disabled veterans, health care, 
education, and housing . 1 Certain criteria must be met to be eligible to receive any of the benefits 
administered by the VA. 

This report focuses on basic eligibility and entitlement requirements for former servicemembers 
for benefits administered by the VA. Certain VA benefits are available to current servicemembers, 
and the eligibility requirements for those benefits are not a component of this report. 

The VAuses a two-step process to evaluate claims for benefits. First, the claimant must 
demonstrate eligibility for veterans’ benefits in general. That is, the claimant must prove that he or 
she is a bona fide veteran and verify certain related matters. Second, the veteran must prove 
entitlement to the particular benefit being sought . 2 

Who Is a "Veteran"? 

To be eligible for most VA benefits, the claimant must be a veteran or, in some circumstances, the 
survivor or the dependent of a veteran. By statute, a veteran is defined as a “person who served in 
the active military, naval, or air service, and who was discharged or released therefrom under 
conditions other than dishonorable .” 3 

In evaluating the evidence to determine whether the claimant is a veteran for the purposes of VA 
benefits, the VA relies upon military service records. The VA is bound by information that the 
service documents contain . 4 

Such records may include an original military service record; a copy issued by the military 
service with the certification that it is a true document; or a copy submitted by an accredited 
agent, attorney, or service representative with special training, who certifies that it is a copy of an 
original military service document or a copy of a copy of such a document . 5 In addition, the 
document must contain data regarding the length, time, and character of the service, and the VA 
must believe that the document is genuine and accurate . 6 If the claimant does not provide the 
requisite documentation or other evidence, or the submitted documentation does not meet the 
requirements, the VA must seek to verify the claimant’s military service directly from the 
appropriate military service . 7 



1 For additional information, see CRS Report RL34626, Veterans ' Benefits: Disabled Veterans, by Noah P. Meyerson 
et at.; CRS Report R42755, The Post-9/1 1 Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2008 (Post-9/1 1 G1 Bill): Primer 
and Issues, by Cassandria Dortch; and CRS Report R42504, VA Housing: Guaranteed Loans, Direct Loans, and 
Specially Adapted Housing Grants, by Libby Perl. 

2 For example, to be entitled to receive disability compensation, a veteran must provide sufficient evidence of certain 
elements (e.g., current diagnosis, medical evidence of an in-service occurrence, and link between the in-service 
occurrence and the current disability). 

3 38 U.S.C. § 101(2); 38 C.F.R. § 3.1(d). 

4 38 C.F.R. § 3.203. 

5 38 C.F.R. § 3.203(a)(1). See CRS Report RS21282, Military Service Records and Unit Histories: A Guide to Locating 
Sources, by Nese F. DeBruyne. 

6 38 C.F.R. § 3.203(a)(2), (3). 

7 Duro, 2 Vet. App. at 532. 
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